SETTLEMENT  OF  THK   BARBARIANS
When the Franks entered Guul thorn were no families of noble
birth among them except the Merovingians. The king and his
escort rode on horseback, while most of the warriors fought on
foot, having no armour and protected only by their shields, their
weapons being the pike and an axe for hurling, In the regions
of the north and cast, towards the Scheldt, the Mouse, and the
Moselle, where the Franks formed the bull; of the population,
all the free men continued to be fighting-men and were settled
with their families in the villages, each owning enough land to
live a simple life very much on an equality with the others, But
all the rest of Gaul still preserved the system of very lurgc estates
cultivated by free farmers (coloni) or slaves, the owner often being
a Prankish warrior who had been grunted the estate by the king's
favour as a reward for his services and with the object of attaching
him to the king's cause. His estates furnished him with the means
of possessing a costly equipment. The king's army came to con-
sist more and more of a body of horsemen clad in strong defensive
armour.
J W E A K £ N I N O    OF    THE    & O Y A I,    I> O W R H
By the end of the sixth century the great landowners, whether
Roman or Prankish, the king's household, and his lieutenants,
the counts, began to stand out in contrast to the mass of the
population and, supplemented by the bishops, began to iorm a
nobility based upon, wealth und office. This new aristocracy,
which the chroniclers of the day sometimes call by the Latin name
of the optimtes (or highest class), became less und less ready to
obey the king, who continued to lose power in proportion as he
diminished his own domains by distributing them among his
entourage.
By the seventh century the king of the Franks was no longer
recognized either by the Bretons or by the Romance land south
of the Loire, which had passed under the sway of a duke, the lord
of Aquitania, The rest of Gaul had become consolidated into
three kingdoms: that of Burgundy, on the Sa6nc and the Rh6ne;
the kingdom of the West (JV«w/rw)» between the Loire and the
Meuse; and the kingdom of the East (Austrasia),
The Merovingian kings, for the most part young children chosen
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